
5.10 SkillBuilder: Conducting a historical inquiry
5.10.1 Tell me
What is historical inquiry?
Historians investigate events that have happened in the past and try to explain them. They do this through a
process of inquiry.

Why is inquiry important?
One of the most valuable skills we can develop as a student of history is the ability and willingness to inquire
about important events, and the people involved in those events. Engaging in historical inquiry involves
asking rich questions; locating and evaluating primary and secondary sources of evidence; and drawing
conclusions based on your findings. This involves recognising that what came before is important, not only
because it affected the lives of the people involved but because it has a lasting effect on our lives today.

5.10.2 Show me
How to conduct a historical inquiry — a step-by-step approach
First you have to formulate the questions you want to answer. These should require more than a simple
‘yes’ or ‘no’ answer or a single date. A rich question may be puzzling at first, but sparks the imagination.
Based upon the sources presented in this spread, it is your task to decide, ‘Does America have too much
influence on Australian popular culture?’

To answer this question, you must locate and evaluate sources of evidence. One of the most challenging
aspects of finding reliable evidence is that different people will offer different accounts of the same event.
Accounts tend to differ based on whether the person experienced the event directly or indirectly, whether
their information was complete or incomplete, and their role in the event. Some accounts may also suggest
bias. To decide which historical account is most accurate, you need to gather a range of sources and establish
how reliable they are through a process of corroboration — that is, comparing them against each other.

Once you have located a number of sources, choose those that seem most relevant. Examine each in turn,
asking the following questions:

a. What ‘answers’ does the source offer to your major question?
b. When was the source created and how does the source fit the chronology of the event under

investigation? (Hint: You may sometimes need to complete further research to complete this question.)
c. Who created this source and why?
d. Are the views expressed reliable or unreliable?
e. Do you see any evidence of bias?
f. Whose views or experiences are not represented?
g. Does the source support the general patterns of change suggested by other evidence?

The final stage of investigation involves drawing conclusions based on the evidence you have collected. The
conclusions you draw are always open to challenge and should be revised if you find compelling evidence
to the contrary.

SOURCE 1 An excerpt from an academic article entitled ‘Globalisation: a threat to Australian culture?’
by Jonathan Pickering, a university student. The article appears on an educational website promoting
multiculturalism.

In recent decades, globalisation has ploughed deep furrows across Australia’s cultural landscape. Developments
in communication and transportation technologies have allowed for new forms of cultural production,
consumption and exchange, while the changing nature of global markets has resulted in the consolidation of
media and entertainment ownership, and increased flows of cultural products into and out of Australia. Concerns
abound that our leisure time is becoming increasingly commodified [made into a business] and emblazoned with
corporate logos, and that the popularity of cultural products originating in the United States signals the demise
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of Australian culture. However, fears of cultural imperialism [promoting one culture over another] often fail to take
into account salient [prominent] aspects of Australia’s cultural history, the nature of cultural transmission, and the
vitality and breadth of contemporary Australian popular culture.

Australian culture has always been influenced by imported cultural products, and indeed has been largely
built on selective adoption of overseas cultural practices . . . The mixed origins of contemporary Australian
culture suggest that the dynamic of overseas cultural influence cannot be explained purely in terms of cultural
imperialism, with larger, more established powers prevailing over their younger, apparently more impressionable
counterpart.

SOURCE 1 has been used as the basis for answering questions a–g.
a. What ‘answers’ does the source offer to your question? The author suggests that, although American

television and other media is heavily broadcast in Australia, it is a two-way street, with Australian
‘cultural products’ being sent overseas as well. He also suggests that the claim that American media
has a negative effect on Australian culture is simplistic.

b. When was the source created and how does the source fit the chronology of the event under
investigation? This article was written by University of Sydney student, Jonathan Pickering in 2001.
The article is part of a long-held debate regarding the influence of American culture on Australian
society.

c. Who created this source and why? This source was created by a university student as part of a paper
looking at the influence of American media on Australia’s popular and political culture.

d. Are the views expressed reliable or unreliable? Although the author’s views appear quite balanced, this
is an essay and does not come from a recognised publication such as a newspaper or academic journal.
Therefore, it is hard to know how reliable his claims are.

e. Do you see any evidence of bias? There is little evidence of bias in the author’s tone, although this
excerpt does not reference actual evidence.

f. Whose views/experiences are not represented here? In this excerpt, there are no quotes from the
opposition, who claim that American culture dominates Australian culture. Instead, these views are
dealt with quite generally by the author.

g. Does the source support the general patterns of change suggested by other evidence? The source does
fit the patterns of change suggested by other evidence. Pickering agrees that American culture is
influencing Australians, an argument which is in many ways undeniable. He continues to say that this
influence need not be entirely negative.

5.10.3 Let me do it
Complete the following activities to practise this skill.

5.10 ACTIVITIES
1. Analyse SOURCE 2 using questions a–g detailed in Show me.
2. Once you have analysed the evidence, offer a possible answer to the question, ‘Does America have too

much influence on Australian popular culture?’
3. Suggest other evidence that would need to be found and examined before you could come to a definitive

conclusion for this historical inquiry.
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SOURCE 2 An excerpt from an opinion piece titled ‘Does Aussie culture need protection from US cultural
imperialism?’ written by Brendan O’Connor, Associate Professor at the United States Studies Centre at The
University of Sydney and editor of the four-volume series Anti-Americanism

American culture is part of Australian mass consumer culture, like it or not, dude! It dominates our television,
radio stations, movie theatres, fashion and our imagination. We are effectively governed from Washington DC
with our cultural menu set by producers in Los Angeles and designers in New York. Resistance is futile and
likely to mean you are totally uncool. In short, we are all Americans now.

This summary of affairs is, of course, an exaggerated view of reality, although plenty of Australians
probably watch American sitcoms, own American CDs and DVDs, and dress in American fashion labels right
down to their Calvin Klein underwear . . .

. . . Global and Australian culture clearly has been Americanised, particularly since World War II. Although
put-downs of American culture often run roughshod [without careful consideration] over the sheer diversity of
American cultural output, it is entirely understandable that people worry about local business and art being
overrun by American cultural icons such as McDonald’s, Coca-Cola, Time AOL and so on.

Others worry about our obsession with middle-class American life via the tube. The world of TV viewers
often knows far more about American high schools and colleges, American court rooms and police
precincts, and American hospitals and office life than they know about their own society. I worry that
Australians are familiar with Frasier’s Seattle and Ally McBeal’s Boston but have no popular equivalents set in
Darwin, let alone Jakarta . . .

SOURCE 3 The author of SOURCE 2 worries that the saturation
of American culture has made Australians more familiar with cities
such as Seattle than with closer cities such as Jakarta, pictured.
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